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(54) Sensor interface for selectively providing analog and digital output

(57) An interface device system includes a first trans-
ceiver, a second transceiver, and a controller for receiv-
ing an input signal and detecting whether a predeter-
mined type of network connection exists. The controller
selectively transmits a first signal or a second signal that

corresponds to the input signal. The controller transmits
the first signal over the first transceiver in response to
absence of the predetermined type of network connec-
tion. The controller transmits the second signal over a
second transceiver in response to existence of the pre-
determined type of network connection.
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Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] This invention relates to interface devices and,
more particularly, to an interface device that is adaptable
to various types of communication systems.
[0002] An interface device having a transceiver is
widely known and used in communication systems for
vehicles, buildings, or the like as a communications link
between a main controller and a component, such as a
sensor. Typically, the type of interface device and trans-
ceiver used depends upon the type of communication
system. For example, in an analog communication sys-
tem having an analog controller, an analog transceiver
is used.
[0003] Presently, other types of communication sys-
tems are also being employed to obtain various benefits
associated therewith. For example, a digital communica-
tion system having a digital controller utilizes an interface
device having a digital transceiver. The variety of different
types of communication systems available therefore
presents the problem of requiring many different types
of interface devices, which may be inconvenient to a user
and add expense to the transceivers. For these reasons,
there is a need for a transceiver that is adaptable to a
variety of different communication systems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0004] An example interface device system includes a
first transceiver, a second transceiver, and a controller
for receiving an input signal and detecting whether a pre-
determined type of network connection exists. The con-
troller selectively transmits a first signal or a second sig-
nal that corresponds to the input signal, depending on
whether the predetermined type of network connection
exists. The controller transmits the first signal over the
first transceiver in response to absence of the predeter-
mined type of network connection and transmits the sec-
ond signal over the second transceiver in response to
existence of the predetermined type of network connec-
tion.
[0005] In one example, the first transceiver is an ana-
log transceiver for transmitting analog signals and the
second transceiver is a local interconnect network ("LIN")
transceiver for transmitting digital signals. In the absence
of a LIN type of network connection, the controller trans-
mits the analog signal using the analog transceiver. If a
LIN type of network connection exists, the controller
transmits the digital signals using the second transceiver.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0006] The various features and advantages of this in-
vention will become apparent to those skilled in the art
from the following detailed description of the currently
preferred embodiment. The drawings that accompany

the detailed description can be briefly described as fol-
lows.

Figure 1 illustrates a communication system having
an interface device that is adaptable to a variety of
different communication systems.
Figure 2 illustrates the first implementation of the in-
terface device within the communication system.
Figure 3 illustrates a second implementation of the
interface device within the communication system.
Figure 4 illustrates a third implementation of the in-
terface device within the communication system.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EM-
BODIMENT

[0007] Figure 1 schematically illustrates selected por-
tions of an example communication system 20 for use in
a vehicle. Given this description, one of ordinary skill in
the art will recognize that the illustrated communication
system 20 can be adapted for other uses, such as in
buildings and the like. In the illustrated example, the com-
munication system 20 includes a central controller 22
that communicates with a sensor 24 through an interface
device 26. The interface device 26 receives input signals
from the sensor 24, transmits output signals representing
the input signals to the central controller 22, and receives
control signals from the central controller 22. The central
controller 22 may be any of a variety of known controller
types, such as one generally characterized as a digital
controller, an analog controller, or other type of controller.
The communication system 20 is one of a known type of
communication system, such as a Local Interconnect
Network ("LIN") system, a Controlled Area Network
("CAN"), a system generally characterized as an analog
system, or other type of system. As will be described
below, the interface device 26 detects which type of com-
munication system 20 is being used and adapts its output
accordingly. The adaptability of the interface device 26
provides the benefit of forward and backward compati-
bility with a variety of different types of communication
systems.
[0008] In the illustrated example, the central controller
22 communicates with a vehicle brake 28. In this exam-
ple, the sensor 24 is a brake pad wear sensor that detects
an amount of wear of a brake pad. Additionally, the cen-
tral controller 22 communicates with a variety of other
types of sensors 30, such as temperature sensors 30a,
pressure sensors 30b, or other types of sensors 30n, for
example. The interface device 26 functions as a commu-
nication link between the sensors 24, 30 and the central
controller 22. In the disclosed example, the central con-
troller 22 also communicates with a variety of other types
of components 32 in addition to the vehicle brake 28.
[0009] Communication line 44 connects the sensor 24
and any other types of sensors 30 with a microcontroller
40 in the interface device 26, and communication line 46
connects the interface device 26 with the central control-
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ler 22.
[0010] The microcontroller 40 is connected with a first
transceiver 42a and a second transceiver 42b. In this
example, the microcontroller 40, first transceiver 42a,
and the second transceiver 42b are located adjacent one
another within a connector 43. The connector 43 provides
the benefit of protecting the microcontroller 40, first trans-
ceiver 42a, and the second transceiver 42b from the sur-
roundings and integrates these components into a single
device.
[0011] In the disclosed example, the first transceiver
42a is an analog transceiver and the second transceiver
42b is a LIN transceiver. The first transceiver 42a in this
example includes a transistor circuit 60 and a pulse width
modulating circuit 62. To activate the first transceiver
42a, the microcontroller 40 switches the transistor circuit
60 on to close the pulse width modulating circuit 62 to
thereby permit transmission of analog signals. To deac-
tivate the first transceiver 42a, the microcontroller 40
switches the transistor circuit 60 off to open the pulse
width modulating circuit 62 to thereby prevent transmis-
sion of analog signals. Given this description, one of or-
dinary skill in the art will recognize other types of analog
transceiver circuits to meet their particular needs.
[0012] In the illustrated example, the microcontroller
40 includes a converter 48 that receives analog input
signals from the sensor 24, the other types of sensors
30, or both, and converts the analog signals to digital
signals. However, if analog output signals are to be trans-
mitted, the microcontroller 40 converts the digital signals
back to analog signals or bypasses the converter 48.
[0013] The microcontroller 40 also includes a network
detection module 50 for detecting whether a particular
type of network connection exists. In one example, the
network detection module 50 is a software module that
is programmed to detect serial communications from a
predetermined type of network to determine whether that
particular type of network connection exists. Alternative-
ly, the network detection module 50 is a hardware module
within the microcontroller 40 that detects the serial com-
munications of the particular type of network.
[0014] In the illustrated example, the interface device
26 adapts the type of output signals that it transmits to
accommodate a variety of different types of communica-
tion systems 20. In one example, the interface device 26
is installed into the communication system 20 (e.g., as a
replacement of a previously used interface, upon initial
construction of the communication system 20, etc.). Up-
on activating the interface device 26 within the commu-
nication system 20, the interface device 26 determines
whether a predetermined type of network connection ex-
ists. For example, the network detection module 50 is
programmed to detect whether a connection with the pre-
determined type of network exists.
[0015] In one example, the network detection module
50 detects whether a LIN connection exists. A LIN gen-
erally includes a master (e.g., central controller 22) and
one or more slaves (e.g., interface device 26). The master

initiates the communication within the LIN by transmitting
a message signal to the slave. Reception of the message
initiates the transmission of a response message from
the slave, such as output signals that represent the data
from the sensors 24 and 30. The LIN provides the benefit
of using just a single wire, such as communication line
46, for communication between the master and the slave
over a sole line. Thus, another possible benefit to using
a LIN is reduced expense and complexity from using a
single communication line.
[0016] The network detection module 50 "listens" for
serial network communication within the communication
system 20. The microcontroller 40 then determines which
type of output signal to use responsive to whether the
LIN type of network connection exists. For example, the
network detection module 50 "hears" serial communica-
tion signals (i.e., receives the serial communication sig-
nals from central controller 22) indicating that a LIN con-
nection exists. In response, the interface device 26 trans-
mits digital signals to the central controller 22 using the
second transceiver 42b (LIN transceiver). In this in-
stance, the first transmitter 42a is inactive. However, if
the network detection module 50 does not "hear" (i.e.,
does not receive) any serial communications from the
central controller 22, the interface device 26 determines
that no LIN exists and transmits analog signals to the
central controller 22 using the first transceiver 42a (an-
alog transceiver). The microcontroller 40 utilizes the tran-
sistor circuit 60 and pulse width modulating circuit 62 to
transmit the analog signals representative of the input
signals from the sensor 24 or other sensors 30 to the
central controller 22. In this instance, the second trans-
ceiver 42b is inactive. Thus, the interface device 26 pro-
vides the benefit of detecting whether the communication
system 20 operates using a particular type of network
and selectively transmitting output signals that are com-
patible with the type of network.
[0017] Figures 2 through 4 represent various example
implementations of the interface device 26 within the
communication system 20. Figure 2 schematically illus-
trates an example wherein the interface device 26 (e.g.,
connector 43) is mounted on the vehicle brake 28. In this
example, the interface device 26 may be mounted on the
outside of the vehicle brake 28 or within the vehicle brake
28 itself, such as within a brake housing of the vehicle
brake 28.
[0018] Figure 3 schematically illustrates an example
wherein the interface device 26 is located near the central
controller 22 within a control module 72. In this example,
the control module 72 is located remotely from the vehicle
brake 28.
[0019] Figure 4 schematically illustrates another ex-
ample wherein interface device 26 is mounted within the
communication line 46 between the central controller 22
and the vehicle brake 28. In this example, the interface
device 26 is spaced apart from the central controller 22
and from the vehicle brake 28. In one example, this pro-
vides the benefit of being able to mount the interface
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device 26 in a desirable location, such as one that is
easily accessible, between the central controller 22 and
the vehicle brake 28.
[0020] The disclosed examples provide an interface
device 26 capable of adapting to a variety of different
types of communication systems 20. Interface device 26
detects whether a particular type of network connection
exists and transmits a selected type of signal represent-
ing input from the sensor 24 or other sensors 30 in re-
sponse to whether the network connection exists. Thus,
the interface device 26 provides a single common inter-
face that can be used in a variety of different types of
communication systems 20 instead of, for example, spe-
cialized interfaces that can only be used in a single type
of communication system. As a result, the interface de-
vice 26 also provides the benefit of being backward com-
patible with pre-existing communication systems and for-
ward compatible with newer types of communication sys-
tems.
[0021] Although a preferred embodiment of this inven-
tion has been disclosed, a worker of ordinary skill in this
art would recognize that certain modifications would
come within the scope of this invention. For that reason,
the following claims should be studied to determine the
true scope and content of this invention.

Claims

1. An interface device system comprising:

a first transceiver;
a second transceiver; and
a controller for receiving an input signal and de-
tecting whether a predetermined type of network
connection exists, the controller selectively
transmitting one of a first signal and a second
signal different from the first signal that each cor-
respond to the input signal, the controller trans-
mitting the first signal over the first transceiver
in response to absence of the predetermined
type of network connection and transmitting the
second signal over the second transceiver in re-
sponse to existence of the predetermined type
of network connection.

2. The interface device system as recited in claim 1,
wherein the first transceiver, the second transceiver,
and the controller are adjacent one another within a
connector, preferably the connector is mounted on
a vehicle brake.

3. The interface device system as recited in any pre-
ceding claim, wherein the first transceiver includes
an analog transceiver that transmits the first signal
as an analog signal and the second transceiver in-
cludes a local interconnect network ("LIN") transceiv-
er that transmits the second signal as a digital signal,

preferably the first transceiver includes a transistor
switch circuit and a pulse width modulating circuit.

4. The interface device system as recited in any pre-
ceding claim, further including at least one sensor
for transmitting the input signals to the controller,
preferably the at least one sensor includes a brake
pad wear sensor and/or a temperature sensor.

5. The interface device system as recited in any pre-
ceding claim, wherein the controller includes a de-
tection module adapted to receive a network serial
communication that indicates that the predetermined
type of network connection exists.

6. An interface device system comprising:

at least one sensor that generates an input sig-
nal;
a local interconnect network ("LIN") transceiver
for communicating a digital signal correspond-
ing to the input signal;
an analog transceiver for communicating an an-
alog signal corresponding to the input signal;
a first controller for receiving at least one of the
digital signal and the analog signal; and
a second controller different from the first con-
troller for receiving the input signal from the at
least one sensor and detecting whether a LIN
type of network connection with the first control-
ler exists, the second controller selectively
transmitting one of the digital signal and the an-
alog signal to the first controller, the second con-
troller transmitting the digital signal over the LIN
transceiver in response to existence of the LIN
type of network connection and transmitting the
analog signal over the analog transceiver in re-
sponse to absence of the LIN type of network
connection.

7. The interface device system as recited in claim 6,
wherein the first controller comprises a control mod-
ule, and the second controller is adjacent the first
controller within the control module.

8. The interface device system as recited in claim 6,
further including a communication line between the
at least one sensor and the first controller, wherein
the second controller is within the communication
line spaced apart from each of the at least one sensor
and the first controller.

9. The interface device system as recited in claim 6,
further including a single communication line that
provides a sole communication line between the first
controller and the second controller.

10. The interface device system as recited in any one of
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claims 6 to 9, wherein the at least one sensor in-
cludes a brake pad wear sensor.

11. The interface device system as recited in claim 6,
wherein the second controller includes a converter
that converts the input signal from analog to digital.

12. The interface device system as recited in claim 6,
further including a sole communication line between
the first controller and the second controller, wherein
the at least one sensor includes a brake pad wear
sensor, and wherein the second controller includes
a converter that converts the input signal from analog
to digital.

13. A method for transmitting a signal, comprising:

(a) receiving an input signal;
(b) detecting whether a predetermined type of
network connection exists;
(c) transmitting a first signal that corresponds to
the input signal over a first transceiver in re-
sponse to absence of the predetermined type of
network connection; and
(d) transmitting a second signal different from
the first signal that corresponds to the input sig-
nal over a second transceiver in response to ex-
istence of the predetermined type of network
connection.

14. The method as recited in claim 13, wherein said step
(c) further includes transmitting the first signal as an
analog signal, and said step (d) further includes
transmitting the second signal as a digital signal.

15. The method as recited in claim 13 or 14, wherein
said step (a) further includes converting the input
signal to a digital signal, and converting the digital
signal to an analog signal in response to absence of
the predetermined type of network connection.

16. The method as recited in any one of claims 13 to 15,
wherein the predetermined type of network connec-
tion is a LIN type of network connection.
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